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Beauty Italian Style: Gendered imaginings of, and responses to stage divas in 
early post-Unification literary culture* 
 
Katharine Mitchell 
 
University of Strathclyde, Glasgow 
 
In this article I argue that %DUWN\¶Vµfashion-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶- a major articulation of 
capitalist patriarchy which seeks to glorify the female body, yet covertly depreciates it 
- gained momentum in Italian culture at the end of the nineteenth century through the 
emergence of the cosmetic industry DQGGLYDV¶DGYHUWLVing of beauty products in 
ZRPHQ¶Vmagazines. Through a close UHDGLQJRIWKHOLWHUDU\FXOWXUHUHYLHZVRIGLYDV¶
SHUIRUPDQFHVLQZRPHQ¶VDQGWKHDWUHMRXUQDOs, as well as realist fiction), I show that 
the discursive construction of the Italian diva in this period was gendered: though 
ZRPHQZULWHUVGHPRQVWUDWHDQDZDUHQHVVRIDQGWDNHSOHDVXUHLQWKHGLYD¶VµEHDXW\¶, 
but above all celebrate her skills and talents as a performing artist, male writers - 
without exception - pass comment on the dLYD¶VDSSHDUDQFHRYHUDQGDERYHDFULWLTXH
of her performing skills. This would suggest that µWKHEHDXW\P\WK¶± the idea that a 
ZRPDQ¶VYDOXHis determined by her appearance ± was an integral component of 
divadom in late nineteenth-century Italy, and, for male journalists and writers, an even 
more important attribute than WKHGLYD¶V acting or singing abilities. 
 
Keywords: µfashion-beauty complex¶, women writers, to-be-looked-at-ness, 
cosmetics industry, definitions of the diva, feminine beauty  
 
 
,Q/D0DUFKHVD&RORPEL¶V domestic novel Un matrimonio in provincia (1885), the 
middle-class protagonist, Denza, aged sixteen, is told that she is µbeautiful¶ by her 
stepmother. This prompts Denza to contemplate herself undoing her plaits in front of 
the mirror each night before going to bed.1 'HQ]D¶Vauto-eroticism and narcissism 
arguably facilitates her participation in what Sandra Lee Bartky has termed the 
µIashion-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶ZKLFKVKHGHILQHVDV:  
 
a major articulation of capitalist patriarchy [«] a vast system of 
corporations ± some of which manufacture products, others services 
and still others information, images and ideologies ± of emblematic 
public personages and of sets of techniques and procedures. As family 
                                                        
* I wish to thank the British Academy and the Royal Society of Edinburgh for funding visits to theatre 
archives and libraries in Italy to carry out research for this article. 
1 La Marchesa Colombi, Un matrimonio in provincia (Novara: Interlinea, 1999), pp. 30-31. 
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and church have declined in importance as the central producers and 
UHJXODWRUVRI³IHPLQLQLW\´ the fashion-beauty complex has grown. 
>«@2YHUWO\WKHIDVKLRQ-beauty complex seeks to glorify the female 
body and to provide opportunities for narcissistic indulgence. More 
important than this is its covert DLPZKLFKLVWRGHSUHFLDWHZRPDQ¶V
body and deal a blow to her narcissism.2  
 
Bartky VHHPVWREHVXJJHVWLQJWKDWWKHµIDVKLRQ-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶EHJDQWRWDNHURRW
with the rise of liberalism and modernism in the late nineteenth-century. The 
emergence of women in the public sphere after Unification - as writers, educators, 
artists, and political activists - went hand in hand with a fundamental shift in 
perceptions of beauty in Italy with the growth of the µIDVKLRQ-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶ZKLFK
was promoted by the cosmetic industry and the advertizing of beauty products in 
ZRPHQ¶VMRXUQDOV. Whereas up until Unification beauty was tied to morality and 
virtue,3 the main emphasis from the 1860s onwards, following the rise of industrial 
capitalism, was now on artifice,4 and who better to promote this new conception of 
beauty than the by now ubiquitous figure of the modern-day diva, whose appearance 
was arguably implicit in her embodiment of the µGLYLQH¶.5  
Drawing on a wide selection of sources in the literary culture (theatre reviews; 
FROXPQVLQZRPHQ¶VMRXUQDOVUHDOLVWILFWLRQLQWKLVDUWLFOH,ZLOOVKRZWKDWPHQ
ZULWHUVFRQVWUXFWHGWKHGLYD¶VµEHDXW\¶DVthe salient and most important diva 
                                                        
2 Sandra Lee Bartky, Femininity and Domination: Studies in the Phenomenology of Oppression 
(London and New York: Routledge, 1990), pp. 39-%DUWN\¶VLWalics. I am grateful to Danielle 
+LSNLQVIRUGUDZLQJP\DWWHQWLRQWR%DUWN\¶VZRUN 
3 See Niccolò Tommasèo, Bellezza e civilità, o Delle arti del bello sensibile: studii (Florence: Felice Le 
Monnier, 1857). 
4 See Umberto Eco, Storia della bellezza (Milan: Bompiani, 2007), 340: µÈ iQTXHVW¶HSRFD>«@FKH
Bellezza e Arte si fondono in una coppia inscindibile. Non vi è Bellezza che non sia opera di artificio; 
VRORFLzFKHqDUWLILFLDOHSXzHVVHUHEHOOR¶ 
5 See Niccolò Tommasèo and Bernardo Bellini, Dizionario della lingua italiana (Turin: UTET, 1879), 
SZKRVHHQWU\RQµ%HOOH]]D¶LQFOXGHVWKHGHILQLWLRQµ'LYLQD¶ 
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characteristic: for late nineteenth-century male critics, artists, and writers, whether a 
diva embodied the image of la bella italiana - she who, according to Stephen Gundle, 
µKDGUHJXODUWKRXJKQRWQHFHVVDULO\FODVVLFDOO\SHUIHFWIHDWXUHVORQJVLPSO\-styled 
dark KDLUDQGH[SUHVVLYHH\HV¶6 - PDWWHUHGYHU\PXFKDGLYD¶Vbellezza is without 
exception mentioned first and foremost in their reviews and novels.7 While Italian 
ZRPHQZULWHUVDOVRFHOHEUDWHWKHGLYD¶VµEHDXW\¶WKHLUUHYLHZVFROXPQVLQZRPHQ¶V
journals, and realist fiction reveal a concentration on her abilities as an artist over and 
above her aesthetic appeal. I will first examine the relationship between concepts of 
EHDXW\DQGWKHULVHRIGLYDGRPIURPWKHEHJLQQLQJRIZRPHQ¶VHPHUJHQFHRQVWDJHLQ
the sixteenth century. Though the period with which I am concerned in this article 
covers the birth of cinema, I will focus here on divas whose work consisted in 
performing live on stage.8 7KHGLYD¶VµYRLFH¶LQRWKHUZRUGVKHUDXUDODQGSK\VLFDO
bravura in live performance, for emerging female writers as spectators, served as a 
mode of, and metaphor for, female empowerment in a highly circumscribed, 
prescriptive, and conservative culture in the same way as it did for female 
theatregoers in the Anglo-American context. However, within Italy, as I shall 
GHPRQVWUDWHWKHUHLVHYLGHQFHWRVXJJHVWWKDWWKHGLYD¶VFRQVFLRXVRURWKHUZLVH
                                                        
6 See Stephen Gundle, Bellissima: Feminine Beauty and the Idea of Italy (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 2007), p. xvii. The image corresponds to how Paolo Mantegazza describes the 
µ,WDOLDQZRPDQ¶WKRXJKFRQWUDU\WR*XQGOH0DQWHJD]]DPDNHVUHJLRQDOGLVWLQFWLRQVµÈ fisicamente 
bella, se bruna; bellissima se agli occhi neri, alla pelle dorata dal sole, al labbro pubescente associa i 
cDSHOOLELRQGL>«@*UDVVRFFLDHSODVWLFDHVHQVXDOPHQWHPROOHHFROQDVLQRFHOWLFRLQ/RPEDUGLDFRO
biondo tizianesco e il pallore marmoreo in Venezia, di forme divine e scultorie a Bologna, quasi Latina 
ma più elastica della romana in Toscana, marmorea e imperiale a Roma, tremendamente greca a Napoli 
H3DOHUPRODGRQQDLWDOLDQDFLSUHVHQWDTXDVLWXWWHOHEHOOH]]HGHOO¶(YDHXURSHD>«@3LDFH
LPPHQVDPHQWHDJOLXRPLQLGHO1RUGFKHWURYDQRLQOHLOHYLUWFKHFHUFDQRLQYDQRQHOOHORURGRQQH¶
See Fisiologia della donna (Milan: Treves, 1893), pp. 182-83. 
7 Madame De StasO¶V&RULQQHIURP&RULQQHRX/¶,WDOLH (1807), who is half Italian and a famous poet-
LPSURYLVHULVGHVFULEHGDVH[WUHPHO\EHDXWLIXO6KHHPERGLHVµODEHOODLWDOLDQD¶ZLWKKHUµFKHYHX[ du 
SOXVEHDXQRLU¶DQGH[SUHVVLYHH\HV6FUXWLQ\RIZRPHQ¶VDSSHDUDQFHVZDVQRWVROHO\OLPLWHGWRWKH
diva: other women in the public sphere in Italy during this time were also subject to public scrutiny vis-
à-vis their looks: the writer Matilde Serao was famously described as a hermaphrodite by Giovanni 
Verga. See his letter to Paolina Greppi, 21 February 1890 in Giovanni Verga, Lettere a Paolina, ed. by 
Gino Raya (Rome: Fermenti, 1980), p. 157. 
8 There are, of course, overlaps with cinema, and this article may offer foundations for work in this 
area. 
 4 
LQYROYHPHQWLQWKHµIDVhion-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶ZDVDQLQWHJUDOFRPSRQHQWRI
VSHFWDWRUV¶DGPLUDWLRQDQGSOHDVXUHLQZDWFKLQJDQGKHDULQJWKHGLYDLQGHHGWKH
SDUWLFXODUSUHRFFXSDWLRQZLWKµEHDXW\¶DQGQDWLRQKRRGLQPRGHUQ,WDOLDQFXOWXUHLV
poignantly articulated by the protagonist RI'¶$QQXQ]LR¶VIl fuoco (1898), who 
declares Italy as the mother of beauty.9  
 
+LVWRULFDOXVHVRIWKHWHUPµGLYD¶ 
In order to contextualize this discussion, I wish to look briefly at the specific 
FRQWH[WXDODQGKLVWRULFDOXVHVRIWKHWHUPµGLYD¶WRUHIHU WRµGLYLQH¶ZRPHQ
Nowadays, the term mostly carries negative connotations to signify a woman who is 
UHJDUGHGDVWHPSHUDPHQWDORUKDXJKW\EXWLQWKHPHGLHYDOSHULRGµGLYDV¶ZHUH
venerated. My working premise in this article is that the phenomenon of the diva, 
whose nineteenth-century meaning was still µGHD¶DµIHPDOHGHLW\¶10 is a male, 
Mediterranean construct; the diva, in the various historical, cultural, regional, geo-
political and social contexts in which she has been celebrated, is a product of western 
culture dating from the time of Classical Antiquity, though women have been deified 
as Goddesses for their beauty since the Egyptians. From Dante onwards, µdivine¶ 
women have been celebrated in Italian literature.11 The first recorded modern-day 
uses of the term, beyond the conventions of chivalry and medieval literature, were in 
Renaissance Italy during the revival of Antiquity, when saints were referred to not as 
                                                        
9 *DEULHOH'¶$QQXQ]LRIl fuoco (Milan: Mondadori, 1963), p. 120: µ/DIRUWXQDG¶,WDOLDè inseparabile 
dalle sorti della Bellezza, cui ella è PDGUH¶ 
10 See Tommaséo and Bellini, Dizionario della lingua italiana, p. 338. 
11 See Dante, Par,9ZKHUHKHLQYRNHV%HDWULFHDVDQµDPDQ]DGHOSULPR$PDQWHRGLYD¶DQG
3HWUDFK¶VRerum vulgarium fragmenta OLQHµ)DFHDQGXEELDUVHPRUWDOGRQQDRGLYDIRVVH¶
though there were others in the lyric tradition who used the term to refer to women as divinities before 
'DQWH6HHIRUH[DPSOH3DQXFFLRGDO%DJQR¶VRime in Lirici del secolo primo, cioè dal 1190 al 1300 
9HQLFH*LXVHSSH$QWRQHOOL(GLWRUHSµ'HOODGLYDORUPDJQD¶ 
 5 
µ6DQWXV¶EXWDVµ'LYXV¶RUµ'HXV¶,12 DQGµGLYLQR¶DVan epithet for especially male 
artists, was pervasive.13 Specifically in the mid- to late-1500s, which witnessed the 
beginnings of the FRPPHGLDGHOO¶DUWH and the invention of opera in Italy,14 the first 
dive - such as the Venetian actress Vincenza Armani (1530-69), who was hailed as 
µGLYLQD¶E\WKHFRPPHGLDGHOO¶DUWHactor Adriano Valerini Veronese - emerged.15 
Several hundred years later, following the demise of the castrati, early nineteenth-
century Italian sonnets venerated the operatic prima donna.16 According to Susan 
Rutherford, the attrice cantante Giuditta Pasta (1797-1865) was the acknowledged 
µdiva del mondo¶ in the press between 1822 and 1836.17 The term circulated widely in 
late nineteenth-century Italian literary culture to refer not only to celebrated singers, 
but also to accomplished actresses, dancers, poet improvisers, and variety singers, 
hence my blanket usage of the term in this article to refer to female performing artists. 
The word µGLYR¶ was also deployed in the media from the 1890s as a synonym for a 
male actor or singer held in high regard.18 Yet, as I am arguing here, though the terms 
                                                        
12 See Jacob Burckhardt, The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy, translated by S. G. C. 
Middlemore, 1878 (Ontario: Batoche Books, 2001), p. 205; p. 413. 
13 See Patricia A. Emison, Creating the Divine Artist from Dante to Michelangelo (Leiden: Brill, 2004). 
14 The earliest opera LVZLGHO\FRQVLGHUHGWREH-DFRSR3HUL¶VDafne, first performed in 1597, to a 
libretto by Ottavio Rinuccini. The new genre of entertainment was thought up by the Florentine 
Camerata, a group of humanists, musicians, poets, and intellecturals in late Renaissance Florence who 
JDWKHUHGXQGHUWKHSDWURQDJHRI&RXQW*LRYDQQLGH¶%DUGLWRGLVFXVVDQGJXLGHWUHQGVLQWKHDUWV
especially music and drama. On the birth of opera, see David Kimbell, Italian Opera (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 41-47. The FRPPHGLDGHOO¶DUWH is thought to have emerged in 
Rome in the 1550s.  
15 See Oratione di Adriano Valerini veronese, in morte della divina signora Vincenza Armani, comica 
HFFHOOHQWLVVLPD(WDOFXQHULPHGHOO¶LVWHVVRHG¶DOWULDXWWRULLQORGHGHOODmedesima. Con alquante 
leggiadre e belle compositioni di detta signora Vincenza  (Verona, per Bastian dalle Donne, & 
Giovanni fratelli, 1570). See also Rosalind Kerr, The Rise of the Diva on the Sixteenth-Century 
&RPPHGLDGHOO¶$UWH6WDJH(Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2015). 
16 6HH)UDQFHVFR,]]Rµ'LYDVDQG6RQQHWV3RHWU\IRU)HPDOH6LQJHUVLQTeatri arti e letteratura¶LQ
The Arts of the Prima Donna in the Long Nineteenth Century, eds Rachel Cowgill and Hilary Poriss 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), pp. 3-20. 
17 6XVDQ5XWKHUIRUGµ/DFDQWDQWHGHOOHSDVVLRQL¶*LXGLWWD3DVWDDQGWKHLGHDRIRSHUDWLFSHUIRUPDQFH¶
Cambridge Opera Journal 19:2 (2007), 107-38 (p. 108). 
18 $FFRUGLQJWR7XOOLR'H0DXUR¶V*UDQGHGL]LRQDULRLWDOLDQRGHOO¶XVR (Turin: UTET, 2000), p. 710, 
WKHWHUPµGLYR¶WRUHIHUWRDIDPRXVPDOHSHUIRUPLQJDUWLVWZDV first used by Vittorio Pica. See Vittorio 
3LFDµ,FDUWHOORQLLOOXVWUDWHLQ)UDQFLD¶LQIl manifesto: arte e communicazioni nelle origini della 
pubblicità, ed. by Mariantonietta Picone Petrusa (Naples: Liguori Editore, 1994), pp. 30-Sµ/H
dive, i divi e le divette del palcoscenico hanno, come è facile a comprendersi, molto spesso ispirato i 
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µGLYD¶DQGµGLYR¶ZHUHXVHGZLGHO\LQWKHSHULRGLFDOSUHVV during the late nineteenth 
century to refer respectively to female and male performing artists, they did not carry 
the same linguistic meaning. 19 As becomes clear through a close reading of ZRPHQ¶V
and theatre journals which contained reviews and profiles of performing artists, as 
well as a selection of realist fiction, to be a µGLYD¶ in late nineteenth-century Italy 
entailed possHVVLQJµEHDXW\¶ZKHUHDVIRUWKHµGLYR¶DWWUDFWLYHQHVVZDVVHFRQGDU\ to 
his identity, and even superfluous. In male-authored journalism and in novels, men 
are generally µIDFHOHVV¶ZKLOHwomen are fetishized and receive greater attention for 
their physical attributes. Though the dominant view of dive was that they were 
morally questionable according to the social mores of the day, and that in exhibiting 
themselves on stage they indicated their fall from virtue,20 certainly in Italian literary 
culture they were nevertheless celebrated and lionized for their talents and looks.21 
And yet, as Susan Leonardi and Rebecca A. Pope have shown in relation to Anglo-
American culture, the writers George Sand (1804-76) and George Eliot (1819-80) 
                                                                                                                                                              
disegnatori di cartelloni, che si sono assai compiaciuti nel riprodurne le fattezze caratteristiche ed i 
FRVWXPHVIDU]RVL¶7KHDUWLFOHILUVWDSSHDUHGLQWKHMRXUQDOEmporium, 4:23 (November 1896), no page 
number. :ULWLQJRQWKHVLQJHU(GRDUGR*DUELQ¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQ%L]HW¶VCarmen in Genoa, the 
journalist Armando MD]]DLQIRUPVKLVUHDGHUVWKDWµLQTXDUHVLPDSRLLOdivo DQGUjDO5HJLRGL7RULQR¶
6HHµ2PEUHHULIOHVVL¶LQComoedia, January, February, March 1909 issue, p. 2. The singers Antonio 
Paoli (p. 6) and Alessandro Bonci (p. 7) are also referred to as divi. 
19 See, for example, articles in journals such as Cornelia; La donna; La voce della donna; Il giorno; 
Comoedia; Cordelia; Il mattino; La Rassegna degli interessi femminili; Cronaca dei teatri; La frusta 
teatrale; Il Marzocco. 
20 7KHQRPHQFODWXUHµSULPDGRQQD¶ZDVIUHTXHQWO\XVHGDVDV\QRQ\PIRUµSURVWLWXWH¶GXULQJWKH
QLQHWHHQWKFHQWXU\DQGLQ,WDO\WKHWHUPVµYLUWXRVD¶DQGµSURVWLWXWD¶ZHUHDOPRVWLQWHUFKDQJHDEOH6HH
Benedetto Croce, I teatri di Napoli: Secolo XV-XVIII  (Naples: Pierro, 1891), p. 372. 
21 I am QRWDZDUHRIDQ\FRUUHVSRQGLQJHPSKDVHVRQWKHGLYD¶VDSSHDUDQFHLQRWKHU(XURSHDQFXOWXUHV
RULQ1RUWK$PHULFDGXULQJWKLVWLPH&HUWDLQO\IURPDUHDGLQJRI6XVDQ5XWKHUIRUG¶VFKDSWHUµLa 
Traviata RUWKH³:LOOLQJ*ULVHWWH´0DOH&ULWLFVDQG)HPDOH3HUIRUPDQFHLQWKHV¶LQVerdi 2001. 
Atti del convegno internazionale di studi, ed. by Fabrizio della Seta, Roberta Montemorra Marvin, and 
Marco Marica (Florence: Olschki, 2003), pp. 585-600, the reviews by male critics in Britain she draws 
on do not pay liSVHUYLFHWRWKHGLYDV¶SK\VLFDODSSHDUDQFH6LPLODUO\LQ*XQLOOD%XGGH¶VFKDSWHU
µ%HWZHHQ1DWLRQDOLVPDQG&RVPRSROLWDQLVP)HPDOH2SHUD6LQJHUVLQ%ULWDLQDQG*HUPDQ\LQWKH
)LUVW+DOIRIWKH1LQHWHHQWK&HQWXU\¶LQGender History in a Transnational Perspective, ed. by Oliver 
Janz and Daniel Schönpflug (New York: Berghahn Books, 2014), there is no mention of the notion of 
beauty being linked to dive in the German and English context.  
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both challenge the notion of the prima donna as erotic siren in their writings.22 The 
same could be said of women authors writing on the diva in Italy at the fin de siècle. 
However, in contradistinction to their Anglo-American counterparts, and what is 
specific to the Italian context, is that women writers share with men writers a 
fascination with, and admiration for, WKHGLYD¶Vµbeauty¶ and eroticism. Yet, as I will 
demonstrate in this article, this fascination manifested itself differently according to 
WKHZULWHU¶VJHQGHU 
 
Beauty and the diva 
 
7KHVFUXWLQL]LQJRIZRPHQ¶VERGLHValso has its roots in sixteenth-century Europe: the 
late fifteenth century saw a rise in portraiture paintings of women who were 
celebrated less for their social position and more for their physical beauty, and in the 
VL[WHHQWKFHQWXU\ZRPHQ¶VERGLHVZHUHEeing scrutinized and objectified for their 
curves and complexion in the literary and visual culture for the first time.23 As we 
have seen, the period also saw the birth of another invention whose origins are Italian, 
that of opera, by the Florentine Camerata. Though the Council of Trent (1545-63) 
                                                        
22 See Susan J. Leonardi and Rebecca A. Pope, ǯǣǡǡ
(New Brunswick, New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1996), p. 74: Ǯ'LYDVLQZRPHQ¶VWH[WV>«@
tend to redress prima donna stereotypes and revise the representations of female singers we find in 
many texts by men, to recoup for women themselves the woman who has, in every sense of the word, a 
³YRLFH´6DQG(OLRWDQGODWHUZRPHQZULWHUVXQGHUVWRRGWKDWWKHGLYD¶V³YRLFH´FRXOGVHUYHDVERWKD
mode of and metaphor for female empowerment in a culture that traditionally placed women on the side 
of silence. It is in this context that most women writers have placed their female singers and privileged 
the divas as the woman who has, preeminently and indisputably, gained a voice. The diva in this 
tradition is neither femme fatale nor happy handmaiden to what is finally a male muse. She is, rather, a 
hardworking woman more interested in music than marriage, in empowering women than seducing 
men. She garners the attention, admiration, and respect of the world with her singing voice, a voice that, 
after the era of the castrati, men cannot reach, usurp, or displace. Moreover, thanks to this singing voice 
VKHKDVD³YRLFH´LQWKHPXVLFVKHPDNHVLQKHURZQGHVWLQ\DQGLQWKHODUJHUZRUOG+HUSULYLOHJHG
status as a female success in a male realm gives her license to probe, revise, and even reject the 
traditional gender FRGH¶6HHDOVR6XVDQ5XWKHUIRUGThe Prima Donna and Opera, 1815-1930 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2006), pp. 58-68. Rutherford also includes a discussion of 
fiction by Willa Cather (1873-1947). 
23 See Georges Vigarello, 6WRULDGHOODEHOOH]]DLOFRUSRHO¶DUWHGLDEEHOOLUVLGDO5LQDVFLPHQWRDRJJL, 
WUDQVE\0DULD/¶(UDULR5RPH'RQ]HOOLHGLWRUHSµ(VLVWHRYYLDPHQWHXQDEHOOH]]D 
medievale: il viso simmetrico e bianco, il seno pronunciato, la vita stretta. I corpi evocati dalle parole 
del XVI secolo sembrano invece rivisitati: le carni vengono sottolineate, i termini si diversificano. Il 
corpo femminile, in particolare, acquista uQRVSHVVRUHHXQFRORULWRFKHSULPDQRQDYHYD¶ 
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UHLWHUDWHG6W3DXO¶VLQMXQFWLRQ, which forbade women to sing in church, and frowned 
upon women who performed on the public stage, there were bands of travelling 
musicians and actors which included professional women, and by 1600 every northern 
Italian court had a female singing group.24 A woman could aim for a professional 
career as a singer, commanding in some cases an exceptionally high salary, but she 
had to compete with the first operatic divinities: the castrati.25 -RKQ5RVVHOOL¶V
research on singers of Italian opera reveals that µa woman singer in this period was at 
OHDVWDVPXFKORRNHGDWDQGZRQGHUHGDWDVKHDUG¶DQGWKDWµZomen singers in the 
HDUO\GD\VRIRSHUD>«@H[LVWHGDVREMHFWVRIPDOHH[SHFWDQF\, at once dubious and 
entrancing. They were noWVHHQDVVWUDLJKWIRUZDUGSURIHVVLRQDOPXVLFLDQV¶26 One 
commentator, writing in 1663 in Venice, reported that for a woman to be able to 
SHUIRUPRQVWDJHVKHKDGWREHDERYHDOOµEHDXWLIXO¶27 and a Rome-based singer, Luisa 
Sanches, who had applied for a Paris engagement, had listed her qualifications as µher 
age (eighteen), her ability to play instruments and to sight-read, her looks and her 
morals (both good), her languages, and her memory¶28 Though Rosselli has argued 
that, thanks to the progress in the evolution of the musical language of opera seria in 
Naples, by the mid-eighteenth century public interest centred more on the capacity of 
the female voice to perform unheard of musical passages rather than on the 
appearance of the singer,29 similar µEHDXW\¶characteristics were still required of turn-
of-the-century dive according to the director of the journal Cronaca dei Teatri, 
Emanuele Gaetani-Tamburini. Writing on the singer Linda Monti-Brunner, he said 
                                                        
24 See Lucy Green, Music, Gender, Education (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1997), p. 33. 
25 See Susan J. Leonardi and Rebecca A. Pope, 7KH'LYD¶V0RXWK%RG\9RLFH3ULPD'RQQD3ROLWLFV 
(New Brunswick and New Jersey: Rutgers University Press, 1996), Chapter 1, pp. 24-47. 
26 See John Rosselli, Singers of Italian Opera: The History of a Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1992), pp. 58-59. 
27 6HH-RKQ5RVVHOOLµ)URP3ULQFHO\Service to the Open Market: Singers of Italian Opera and their 
Patrons, 1600-¶LQCambridge Opera Journal 1:1 (March 1989), 1-32 (n. 43, p. 12).  
28 Rosselli, Singers of Italian Opera, p. 58. 
29 Rosselli, pp. 58-59. 
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that VKHµpossiede ± in sommo grado ± tutto ciò che è necessario per ottenere successi 
grandissimi in qualsiasi teatro: Voce bella, fresca, limpida, insinuante con acuti 
splendidi; modo eccellente di fraseggiare e gesto sobrio e vivace; figura attraente, 
ILVRQRPLDHVSUHVVLYD¶30 
µThe EHDXW\P\WK¶± the idea that a woman¶VYDOXHLVGHWHUPLQHGE\KRZVKH
looks, that female power comes from beauty ± DVRSSRVHGWRWKHµIDVKLRQ-beauty 
FRPSOH[¶ZKLFKSURYLGHVRSSRUWXQLWLHVWRZRPHQWRHPEUDFHQDUFLVVLVWLFLQGXOJHQFH 
RQO\WRGHSUHFLDWHZRPHQ¶VERGLHV) thus began to percolate in the public imagination 
as more and more women took to the stage, and as women, as the subjects of 
paintings, started to be admired IRUWKHLUµWR-be-looked-at-QHVV¶31 This coincided with 
the beginnings of the Grand Tour (1660-1820), whence the idea of la bella italiana 
described by Gundle, emerged.32 As previously mentioned, the late eighteenth- and 
early nineteenth-centuries saw the demise of the castrati, and it was in the nineteenth 
century in Italy that female performing artists (as singers, actors, dancers and poet 
improvisers) became visible as never before in the popular imagination. One of the 
earliest Western theories of beauty, propounded by Aristotle, saw a relationship 
EHWZHHQEHDXW\DQGYLUWXHDUJXLQJWKDWµ9LUWXHDLPVDWWKHEHDXWLIXO¶33 In a return to 
these values during the nineteenth century, what was considered to be µEHDXWLIXO¶E\
the Italian hegemony (priests, politicians, intellectuals) in nineteenth and early 
twentieth-century Italy H[WHQGHGEH\RQGDZRPDQ¶VORRNs to appraise the virtue and 
                                                        
30 Emanuele Gaetani-Tamburini, µ/LQGDMonti-Brunner: la sua carriera, i suoi trionfi, le sue 
LQWHUSUHWD]LRQL¶Cronaca dei Teatri, 15 December 1905, no page number. 
31 ,ERUURZWKHSKUDVHµWKHEHDXW\P\WK¶IURP1DRPL:RROI¶VERRNThe Beauty Myth: How Images of 
Beauty are Used Against Women (New York: Morrow, 1991). )RUUHFHQWZRUNRQµWKHEHDXW\P\WK¶LQ
western culture, see Carla Rice, Becoming Women: The Embodied Self in Image Culture (Toronto: 
8QLYHUVLW\RI7RURQWR3UHVV2QZRPHQ¶VµWR-be-looked-at-QHVV¶VHH/DXUD0XOYH\¶VFODVVLF
esVD\µ9LVXDO3OHDVXUHDQG1DUUDWLYH&LQHPD¶Screen 16:3 (Autumn 1975), 6-18. 
32 Stephen *XQGOHµ³9HQXVRQ(DUWK´/LQD&DYDOLHULDQGWKH3URIHVVLRQDOLVDWLRQRI,WDOLDQ%HDXW\
between the fin de siècle DQGWKH%HOOHeSRTXH¶Italian Studies 62:1 (Spring 2007), 45-60 (p. 45). 
33 See Ronna Burger, $ULVWRWOH¶V'LDORJXHZLWK6RFUDWHVRQWKH1LFRPDFKHDQ(WKLFV(Chicago; 
London: University of Chicago Press, 2008). 
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submissiveness of her character.34 Niccolò TommasèRZURWHLQRIEHDXW\µ/D
bellezza che non insegna virtù, o la insegna meno potentemente, sia sempre da voi 
posSRVWD¶,35 and later on in the century even the first female emancipationists 
associated beauty with virtue. Writing to her friend Gualberta Adelaide Beccari in her 
emancipationist journal La donna in 1868, Leonia Cinotti called upon its female 
UHDGHUVWRFRQWULEXWHDUWLFOHVRQµletteratura, arti, politica, storia, teatro, critica, 
VFKHU]R¶DUJXLQJWKDWµWXWWRLQILQHqDQRVWUDSRUWDWDFKHtutto SURYLDOO¶XRPRFKHVH
gli antichi erigevano tempii alla sola Bellezza, oggi essi con più ragione possono 
erigerne alla donna, perchè essa personifica Bellezza, Scienza e Virtù¶36 In the early 
twentieth century, wULWLQJLQ3URI$UQDOGR6DOXVWULGHILQHGEHDXW\DVµVDOXWH
regolarità di forme, grazia di movenze, bontàFRQWHQWH]]DHTXLOLEULR¶37 and 
anthropologist Paolo Mantegazza warned women against using make-up, suggesting it 
ZDVSRLVRQRXVµ,SRYHULDUWLVWLGUDPPDWLFLFKHVRQRFRVWUHWWLIRU]DWDPHQWHDIDUXVR
dei belletti, che spesso contengono piombo, soffrono di cefalea, di dolori reumatici, di 
SDUDOLVLHG¶DOWULPDODQQLDGXQOHQWRDYYHOHQDPHQWR¶38 The 1890s was a time in 
which criminal positivist anthropologist Cesare Lombroso was arguing that women 
were morally, intellectually, and sexually inferior to men, and that whether or not a 
woman was a delinquent could be determined by the shape or her skull and her 
physiognomy. He singled out XJO\ZRPHQDVWKHFUXHOHVWµÊWriste ma vero: la 
femmina, tra i bruti [sic.], i selvaggi ed i popoli primitivi, è più crudele che pietosa, 
                                                        
34 2QWKH,WDOLDQWUDJLFRSHUDVWDJHWKHIHPLQLQHLGHDOHPERGLHGLQWKHVXIIHULQJKHURLQH¶VIRLO
(AOIUHGR¶VVLVWHULQ9HUGL¶VLa Traviata/D0DUFKHVD$WWDYDQWLLQ3XFFLQL¶VTosca), was a constant 
UHPLQGHUWRWKHIHPDOHSXEOLFRIµSURSHU¶EHKDYLRXUDVJRRGZLYHVDQGPRWKHUV 
35 Tommasèo, Bellezza e civiltà, p. 2. 
36 La donna, 31 May 1868, p. 30. &LQRWWL¶V italics. 
37 Arnaldo Salustri, La bellezza femminile: libro per la bella gioventù femminile, per le madri, per le 
maestre (Sacile: Luigi Ongania Libraio Editore, 1911), preface (my italics).  
38 Paolo Mantegazza, 'L]LRQDULRG¶LJLHQHSHUOHIDPLJOLH (Sesto S. Giovanni: Casa Editrice Madella, 
1911), p. 317. 
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per quanto meno crudele del maschio¶.39 It was also the start of the age of mass 
communication, a period that witnessed the development of the modern press, 
photographic reproduction, international theatre circuits, and advertizing; arguably, 
these changes towards a capitalistic, image-saturated culture marked the arrival of 
%DUWN\¶VµIDVKLRQ-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶. Late nineteenth-century female performing artists 
ZHUHVRFLHW\µ´EHDXWLHV´¶ZKRµZHUHFRPLQJWRUHSUHVHQWDQHZNLQGof femininity 
that was closely tied to the mass production of images [and] was thus strongly 
LGHQWLILHGZLWKIDVKLRQDQGFRQVXPSWLRQ¶,40 and, as Gundle has remarked, the period 
saw professional performers take over a heritage of ideas of beauty that had until then 
been almost solely pictorial and literary.41 Postcards of dive and divi were in 
increasingly ZLGHFLUFXODWLRQDQGERUHZLWQHVVWRSHUIRUPLQJDUWLVWV¶DOOXUH They 
served a phatic role, creating a network of social interrelationships that cut across 
boundaries of class and race, breaking down perceived hierarchies of star-audience 
relations.42 Images of dive and divi in the advertizing of beauty products similarly 
addressed these hierarchies. ,QWKHZRPHQ¶VMRXUQDOLa donna (not to be confused 
ZLWK%HFFDUL¶Vemancipationist journal of the same name) in 1909, colluding with the 
µIDVKLRQ-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶ the opera singer Celestina Boninsegna (1877-1947) 
advertised a product that prevented hair loss. A photograph of the diva is the 
centrepiece of the advert, which includes a handwritten statement of her endorsement 
                                                        
39 See Cesare Lombroso and G. Ferrero, La donna delinquente, la prostituta e la donna normale 
(Turin: Fratelli Bocca, 1892), 4th edition, p. 55. First edition 1891. 
40 Erika Diane Rappaport, Shopping for PleasXUH:RPHQLQWKH0DNLQJRI/RQGRQ¶V:HVW(QG 
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2000), p. 185. 
41 *XQGOHµ³9HQXVRQ(DUWK´¶ 
42 7KHWHUPµSKDWLFFRPPXQLFDWLRQ¶LVYHUEDORUQRQ-verbal communication that has a social function. It 
was coined by %URQLVODZ0DOLQRZVNLLQWKHHDUO\V6HH0DOLQRZVNLµThe Problem of Meaning in 
3ULPLWLYH/DQJXDJHV¶LQ&KDUOHV.D\2JGHQDQG,YRU$UPVWURQJ5LFKDUGVThe Meaning of Meaning: 
A Study of the Influence of Language upon Thought and of the Science of Symbolism (London: Kegan 
Paul, Trench, Trubner & Co., Ltd., 1923), Supplement I., pp. 451-510. 
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of the product.43 [Figure [1] - ALSO OF ROSINA STORCHIO Figure [2]] Similarly, 
in the April 1909 issue, among the adverts for corsets, anti-wrinkle, and breast-
enhancing creams, the names of the dive Dina Galli (1877-1951), Lina Cavalieri 
(1874-1944), Irma Grammatica (1867-1962), and Eleonora Duse (1858-1924) are 
mentioned in association with an advert for a particular perfume. Though the advert 
does not include a photograph of these particular dive, their caricatures are drawn by 
the cartoonist Enrico Sacchetti (1877-1967), breaking with the stereotype of the 
hallowed, otherworldly diva to popularize it and send it up.44 Figure [3]  
Dive and female spectators were all too aware of the requirement to be 
µEHDXWLIXO¶:ULWLQJLQµ/D5DVVHJQDGHJOLLQWHUHVVLIHPPLQLOL¶LQDQDXWKRUZLWK
WKHSVHXGRQ\P9HULWDVODPHQWHGWKDWµPROWHGHOOHdive delle operette e dei 
vaudevilles, debbono il loro posto più ai begli oFFKLFKHDOFDQWR¶45 and the fictional 
dive protagonists from Annie 9LYDQWL¶VMarion, artista di caffe-concerto (1891) and 
'¶$QQXQ]LR¶VIl fuoco (1900) are both acutely aware of beauty being a requirement of 
Italian divahood.46 Late nineteenth-century dive exercised shaping, even defining, 
roles, yet as Gundle has argued in relation to Lina Cavalieri (1874-1944), divas in the 
late nineteenth-century Italian context were also trapped in the discourse of beauty, 
µHQPHVKHGLQWKHPDVVUHSURGXFWLRQGLVWULEution and consumption of female 
                                                        
43 La donna ULYLVWDTXLQGLFLQDOHLOOXVWUDWD0DUFKS%RQLQVHJQD¶VKDQGZULWWHQVWDWHPHQWRI
$XJXVWUHDGVµ6RQROLHWDGLFKLDUDUHche in seguito all'uso della Chinina Migone la mia 
capigliatura si è resa folta lucida e morbida; non solo continuerò ad addoperarla, ma la raccomanderò 
DOOHPLHFRPSDJQHG
DUWHFHUWDGLDFTXLVWDUPLODORURULFRQRVFHQ]D&HOHVWLQD%RQLQVHJQD¶Another 
celebrated opera singer, Rosina Storchio (1876-1945), advertised the same product the following 
month.  
44 La donna, 5 April 1909, p. 44. 
45 La rassegna degli interessi femminili, 15 January 1887, p. 307. 
46 See Annie Vivanti, Marion, artista di caffè-concerto (Palermo: Sellerio editore, 2006), and 
'¶$QQXQ]LR¶VIl fuoco)RVFDULQDWKHIHPDOHSURWDJRQLVWRI'¶$QQXQ]LR¶VQRYHOLVSODJXHG
throughout the novel by her waning beauty as she compares herself to the more youthful diva whom 
she knows her lover, Stelio, deVLUHVDQG0DULRQLQ9LYDQWL¶VQRYHOWDNHVSLW\RQKHUOHVVDWWUDFWLYH
colleague, Gina, who wishes to be released from her contract (p. 41).   
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LPDJHU\¶47 In the literary culture, too, dive are generally valued more by male writers 
for their appearance than for their work. Women writers also celebrate the beauty of 
the diva, as well as that of the divo. Nevertheless, their emphasis above all on the 
GLYD¶VWDOHQWVDQGDFFRPSOLVKPHQWVDVSURIHVVLRQDODUWLVWVFDQEHVHHQDVHYLGHQFHRID
celebration of female performance and empowerment within an androcentric and 
misogynist societal framework that locked women, and sometimes men, LQµWKH
EHDXW\P\WK¶ 
 
Italian beauty and divahood in the press 
From my reading of a seOHFWLRQRIZRPHQ¶VMRXUQDOVtheatre journals, and realist 
fiction in fin de siècle Italy, I have come across merely two references to the physical 
appearance of the divo, penned by an anonymous journalist writing in La Frusta 
teatrale in 1862. In both references the PDOHVLQJHUV¶voices are commented upon 
first; their physical appearance is of secondary importance to the author (and, 
presumably, his readers). DHVFULELQJ/XLJL&RORQQHVL¶V performance in the role of 
Monteforte in 9HUGL¶VI vespri siciliani in Turin in 1862, the journalist observes that 
µla sua voce è sempre colossale come la sua figura¶.48 A similar example of a 
privileging of the divo¶VSURIHVVLRQDOskills over and above his physical appearance is 
demonstrated by the same unknown journalist who remarks on the tenor $UPDQGL¶V
performance of Masaniello 'DQLHO$XEHU¶VLa muta di Portici (first performed in 
1828) at the San Carlo in Naples: 
 
Egli ha bella voce, canta bene, ed è degno delle grandi scene di S. 
Carlo, specialmente perchè accoppia la rara qualità di un perfetto 
                                                        
47 *XQGOHµ³9HQXVRQ(DUWK´¶S 
48 La frusta teatrale (giornale letterario, artistico teatrale), 30 dicembre 1862. No page number. 
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attore. /DVXDILJXUDEHOOLVVLPDLOVHQWLPHQWRSURIRQGRO¶D]LRQH
JUDQGLRVDHVHQWLWDO¶KDQQRUHQGXWRXQ0DVDQLHOORSHUIHWWRGD
trarre gridi sino al volersi il bis di qualche pezzo in mezzo a 
fragorosi applausi.49 
 
The requirement RIµXQSHUIHWWRDWWRUH¶to possess DµILJXUDEHOOLVVLPD¶suggests that 
divi, too, were expected on some level WRFRQIRUPWRVWDQGDUGVVHWE\µWKHEHDXW\
P\WK¶. Mention of a divo¶VSK\VLFDODSSHDUDQFHLQWKHOLWerary culture is rare, though 
desiring women journalists also occasionally commented on male beauty. Writing in 
%HFFDUL¶VLa donna in 1881, an author with the pseudonym Flora describes the grande 
attore Tommaso Salvini (1829-DVµXQEHOO¶XRPR¶,50 and the writer Ida Baccini 
(1850-1911) defines the composer Pietro Mascagni (1863-1945) in her Cordelia as 
µpeggio che bello¶DGPLULQJKLVµILVRQRPLDPROWRILQHG¶XQDHFFHVVLYDPRELOLWjXQD
ILVRQRPLDGLUDJD]]RVFDSDWRDFXLO¶LQFRQVDSHYROH>«@QHJOLJHQ]DGHOODEUXQD
capigliatura e il lampo vivo dei dolci occhi pensosi, danno una impronta speciale, 
caratteristica¶51 There is an entry in the journal Cornelia in 1876 by a writer with the 
pseudonym µ)RVIHUR¶ZKRZULWHV Dµ5LYLVWDWHDWUDOH¶6KH(?) describes the actor 
Ernesto Rossi (1827-96) DVµXQJUDQGHDUWLVWDHGXQEHOO¶DUWLVWD¶.52 Here the writer 
FRPPHQWVILUVWRQ5RVVL¶VTXalities as an actor before mentioning his physical 
appearance, as in the previous examples (suggesting the author is male), yet, in an 
intriguing role reversal, Flora passes commenWILUVWRQ6DOYLQL¶VDSSHDUDQFH before 
proceeding to list his qualities as an artist, and Baccini makes no excuses for writing 
VROHO\DERXW0DVFDJQLWKHSHUVRQGHFODULQJµIo non vi farò della cULWLFDPXVLFDOH«
,R«YLSDUOHUzXQSR¶ del Mascagni uomo, del Mascagni giovinotto, che pochi 
                                                        
49 La frusta teatrale. 
50 6HHµ'D)LUHQ]H/DOHWWXUDGL7RPPDVR6DOYLQLDO&LUFROR)LORORJLFR¶LQLa donna, 30 November 
1881, pp. 40-42. 
51 Cordelia (Rivista letteraria educativa dedicata principalmente agli interessi morali e materiali delle 
donne italiane), 27 November 1892, p. 20. 
52 Cornelia, 1 November 1876, p. 183. 
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osservano, che pochissimi stXGLDQR¶53 In contrast, the majority of reviews and artist 
profiles written by women among the selected sample emphasize first and foremost 
WKHGLYD¶VWDOHQWVDVDSHUIRUPHU:ULWLQJLQKHUFROXPQµ$SL0RVFRQLH9HVSH¶LQ
her daily newspaper Il mattino on the musician Maria Felicità Tua, Contessa Franchi-
Verney della Valletta, alias Teresina Tua (1866-1956), Matilde Serao describes the 
µmagia del suo ingegno di violinista, col suo sorriso scintillante di creatura beata 
GHOO¶DUWHFROVXREXRQRVJXDUGRGROFHHYLYLGR¶,54 and in a published letter written by 
Adele Chiminello to her friend Beccari in 1877 on the actress Giacinta Pezzana 
Gualtieri¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQ/XLJL*XDOWLHUL¶VLa Signora di Rimini at the Teatro 
Rossini, Chiminello ZULWHVµ/DVLJQRUDPezzana fu applaudita entusiasticamente: lo 
VDUHEEHVWDWDGLSLVHO¶HPR]LRQHQRQDYHVVHVWUR]]DWRODYRFHDPROWL«alle donne 
almeno, lo assicuro. Era bella nel suo candido abito di vergine e di sposa; ma 
GLYLQDPHQWHEHOODDOO¶XOWLPRDWWRQHOODVXDnera veste di velluto, e cinta il seno ed il 
FDSROHJJLDGURGLFDQGLGLYHOLVRIIXVDGLPHVWL]LDHSDOORUH¶55 The mention here that 
the women in the audience in particular were bowled over by Pezzana to the extent 
that she took their breath away is intriguing. These accounts bear witness above all to 
ZRPHQ¶VFHOHEUDWLRQRIWKHGLYDV¶SHrformances and talents, while their physical 
attributes and clothes are mentioned secondarily. An anonymous writer for the 
ZRPHQ¶VMRXUQDOCornelia, reviewing a performance of $PEURLVH7KRPDV¶VMignon 
at the Pergola in Florence in 1876 VD\VµLa signora Maria Durand, Americana, 
sostiene la parte della protagonista. Questa signora è una cantante dotata di mezzi e di 
talento non comune. Essa ha espressione, accento drammatico, colorito, metodo, voce 
                                                        
53 ,GD%DFFLQLµ3LHWUR0DVFDJQL¶Cordelia, 27 November 1892, p. 20. 
54 Il mattino, 23-24 March 1892, p. 1. 
55 La donna, 30 January 1877, p. 2681. 
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SRWHQWLVVLPDEHOODILJXUD«¶.56 There is also evidence that women celebrate, and find 
SOHDVXUHLQWKHGLYD¶VEHDXW\ Neera, ZULWLQJRQ(OHRQRUD'XVH¶VDSSHDUDQFHLQIl 
Marzocco in 1901, having ascertained from a Neapolitan male colleague that Duse is 
µEHDXWLIXO¶µquantunque la sua bellezza fragile e delicata non sembri di quelle 
GHVWLQDWHDULFHYHUHULVDOWRGDOSDOFRVFHQLFR¶ (meaning, perhaps, that she does not 
conform to contemporary notions of la bella italiana), and that the journalist, Leone 
Fortis (1824-1896), candidly VD\VRIKHUµ1RQqEHOOD¶, declares, µLRYRJOLRSURFODPDUH
DOWDHIRUWHODEHOOH]]DGHOVXRVRUULVR¶57 Similarly, writing in her newspaper Il giorno 
in 1916, Serao FRPPHQWVRQµODYH]]RVDHILQHFDQWDWULFH1HUD0DUPRUD¶µOD
deliziosa, incantevole creatura di sogno, Ettorina Mazzucchelli, lieve come un soffio 
G¶DOLLQXQDQRWWHVWHOODWDRPEUDIXJDFHGLIDUIDOOHLQXQUDJJLRGLOXQD¶µ0DULD
Melato, copressione di profondità HGLJUD]LD¶58  
Conversely, men ZULWHUV¶DFFRXQWVRIGLYDVSULYLOHJHWKHLUORRNVRYHUWKHLU
artistic talent. The aforementioned journalist Mazza, writing in Comoedia, mentions 
that µ%LDQFD0DVQDWDODJLRYDQHVRSUDQREHOODHLQWHOOLJHQWHD7ULHVWHKDULSRUWDWR
veri trionfi in Wally¶59 His profile of the Russian soprano Nadina Legat (1889 - ?) 
goes into great detail on her appearance:  
 
µ/DVXDEHOOH]]Dè WXWWDTXLQHOIDVFLQRGHOVXRVRUULVRQHOO¶DUFR
vermiglio delle gengive, nella chiostra dei denti perlati, negli occhi 
corruscanti morati come il frutto del rovo, nel casco degli ondulati 
                                                        
56 Cornelia (Rivista letteraria educativa dedicata principalmente agli interessi morali e materiali delle 
donne italiane), 16 February 1876, p. 47. 
57 Il Marzoccoµ,OVRUULVRGHOOD'XVH¶0DUFKS 
58 Il giornoµ,QXQWHDWURWXWWLLWHDWUL¶-DQXDU\6HUDR also purportedly described Lina Cavalieri 
as DQHPERGLPHQWRIEHDXW\UHIHUULQJWRKHUµYLVLQRGL0DGRQQDDSRFULID¶ZKLFKKDGDµOLQHDGL
SXUH]]DHGLXQDJUD]LDDGRUDELOH¶ZKLOHKHUEXVWKDGµORVERFFLRGLXQRVWHORHLVXRLRFFKLXQ
languore fra di trLVWH]]DHGLUpYHULH¶. Cited in Vittorio Paliotti, Il Salone Margherita e la belle époque 
(Rome: Benincasa, 1975), p. 193. 
59 Comoediaµ2PEUHHULIOHVVL¶-DQXDU\)HEUXDU\0DUFKLVVXHS 
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capelli corvine, e in fine in tutta la morbida linea del corpo che si 
VQRGDLQXQDVSLUDVHUSHQWLQDDFFHQGHQGRQHOO¶DQLPDQRVWUDWXWWLL
GHVLGHULWXWWLLVRJQLGHOO¶HEUH]]DHRJQLLQFDQWDPHQWRÈ per questo 
che noi oggi la salutiamo con la commossa voce del giubilo; per la sua 
EHOOH]]DPDOLRVDHSHUODJLRYDQHVXDDUWHJLjWULRQIDQWH¶60  
 
The diva Bella Gorsky is reported in Cronaca dei teatri DVKDYLQJµQHOYROWR
bellissimo, il sorriso della SULPDYHUDGROFH«(GRUDODEHOOLVVLPDDUWLVWDVLSUHVHQWHUà, 
nei nostri WHDWULDUDFFRJOLHUHQXRYLDSSODXVH¶,61 while the Milanese journal La frusta 
teatrale UHSRUWVRQ/D6SH]LD¶VSHUIRUPDQFHLQ3DOHUPRGHFODULQJVKHLVµXQDGHOOHSL
belle, care e simpaWLFKH7UDYLDWHGHOO¶HSRFD¶62  
 
)LFWLRQDOGLVFRXUVHVRIµEHDXWLIXO¶GLYDV 
I will now argue a similar trend in narrative fiction whereby women writers describe 
dive as hardworking, talented women and male ZULWHUVSULYLOHJHWKHµEHDXW\¶RIWKH
diva over her artistic talents. I shall focus on the inherently descriptive genre of realist 
fiction, in particular 9HUJD¶VEva (1873)/D0DUFKHVD&RORPEL¶Vµ7HVWH$ODWH¶ 
(1879), $QQLH9LYDQWL¶VMarion: artista del caffè-concerto (1891), 9HUJD¶Vµ/DVHUDWD
della GLYD¶DQG'¶$QQXQ]LR¶VIl fuoco (1900).63 As with the journalism, what 
emerges clearly from a close reading of the aforementioned titles is an emphasis on, 
and celebration of, the diva¶VµEHDXW\¶,Q9HUJD¶Vµ/DVHUDWDGHOODGLYD¶WKHDFWUHVV
                                                        
60 Comoediaµ2PEUHHULIOHVVL¶-DQXDU\)HEUXDU\0DUFKLssue 1909, p. 3. A similarly positivist 
DSSURDFKLVXVHGWRGHVFULEHWKHGLYD5RVDOLD*DULWDQRµÈ una donna seducente e una cantante di 
YDORUH«HODEHOOH]]DILVLFDPDQLIHVWDQWHVLQHOODOLQHDSHUIHWWDGHOOHVXHIRUPHSURFDFLHGDUPRQLRVH
e nel fulgore GHOOHVXHSXSLOOHHO¶DUGHQ]DGHOO¶DQLPDIDVFLQRDOODVXDEHOOH]]DHGHOODFRPPRVVD
ringraziava il pubblico plaudente, il quale non era mai stanco di evocarla fra una pioggia di fiori e fra 
JULGDGLHYYLYD¶S 
61 Cronaca dei teatri, 15 February 1905. Author unknown. No page number.  
62 La frusta teatraleµ7HDWULLWDOLDQL¶'HFHPEHU$XWKRUXQNQRZQ1RSDJHQXPEHU 
63 7KHODWWHUWZRWH[WVZHUHERWKLQVSLUHGE\WKHµJUDQGHDWWULFH¶'XVH 
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&HOHVWHLVGHVFULEHGDVµ/DEHOOD¶;64 LQ9LYDQWL¶VMarion the eponymous protagonist is 
FHOHEUDWHGDVDµEHOODFUHDWXUD¶;65 WKHPDOHSURWDJRQLVWRI9HUJD¶VEva presents the 
EDOOHULQDDVµVSOHQGHQWHGLEHOOH]]D¶;66 the actress Vittoria and her sister in La 
0DUFKHVD&RORPEL¶Vµ7HVWHDODWH¶DUHµGXHEHOOHWHVWHGLGRQQH¶,67 and in 
'¶$QQXQ]LR¶VQRYHO, actress, singer and dancer are µOHWUHGRQQHGLRQLVLDFKH¶.68 In a 
country in which there has been a long-established tradition of beauty worship, both 
women and men writers acknowledge GLYDV¶ beauty. Indeed, both women and men 
writers pass comment, via their respective narrators, on the GLYDV¶ODFNRIYLUWXH
+RZHYHUZKHUHDVLQWKHPHQ¶VILFWLRQWKLVLVSUHVHQWHGDVWR[LF± both the singer 
Donna Arvale DQGWKHDFWUHVV)RVFDULQDDUHGHVFULEHGDVµWHQWDWULFL¶LQ'¶$QQXQ]LR¶V
novel, and Eva µDWWRVVLFDYDFRQODJHORVLD¶ WKHPDOHSURWDJRQLVWRI9HUJD¶VVWRU\69- 
DQHOHPHQWRIUHJUHWFRQFHUQLQJWKHGLYDV¶ORVVRIYLUWXHSHUYDGHVWKHZRPHQ¶V
fiction. In Vivanti¶VMarion, FRPPHQWLQJRQWKHµRFFKLFHUFKLDWLGLQHUR¶RIRQHFDIp-
concerto singer, DIULHQGH[SODLQVWKHPDVFRQQRWLQJWKHµLUUHSDUDELOHSHUGLWDGHOOD
[sua] virt¶DQGLQ/D0DUFKHVD&RORPEL¶VVKRUWVWRU\the actress Vittoria expresses 
remorse at her realization that in early post-Unification Italy, being a respectable wife 
and actress are, in fact, mutually exclusive.70 Moreover, ZKHUHDVWKHPHQ¶VILFWLRQ
presents dive DVULYDOVWKHZRPHQZULWHUV¶QDrratives portray them as allies and as 
H[SUHVVLQJVROLGDULW\µ/DGLYDGHOFDQWR¶RI9HUJD¶Vµ/DVHUDWDGHOODGLYD¶ 
                                                        
64 *LRYDQQL9HUJDµ/DVHUDWDGHOODGLYD¶LQTutte le novelle, with an introduction by Carla Riccardi 
(Milan: Mondadori, 1979), pp. 753-65 (p. 763). 
65 Vivanti, Marion, p. 67. 
66 Giovanni Verga, Una peccatrice; Storia di una capinera; Eva; Tigre Reale (Milan: Mondadori, 
1973), pp. 251-343 (268). 
67 La Marchesa CRORPELµ7HVWHDODWH¶LQ6HUDWHG¶LQYHUQR (Ferrara: Luciana Tufani Editrice, 1997), pp. 
61-92 (64). 
68 '¶$QQXQ]LRIl fuoco, p. 118. 
69 Verga, EvaSµ6LUHQDPDOLDUGDFKHPLDYHYDLQHEEULDWRFROO¶DPRUHHGRUDPLDWWRVVLFDYDFRQ
la gelosia¶6HHDOVR'¶$QQXQ]LRIl fuoco, p. 87. 
70 Vivanti, Marion, p. 37, and /D0DUFKHVD&RORPELµ7HVWHDODWH¶Sµ/¶DYHYRVSRVDWRXQLFDPHQWH
QHOO¶LGHDILVVDGLPRVWUDUHDOODJHQWHFKHPLDYHYDGLVSUH]]DWDFKHVLSXzHVVHUHXQDDWWULFHHGHVVHUH
onesta FRPHXQ¶DOWUDIDQFLXOODHIDUHXQEHOPDWULPRQLRHULPDQHUHXQDEXRQDDUWLVWDGLYHQWDQGRXQD
JUDQGDPDHGXQDEXRQDPRJOLH(UDVWDWDXQ¶LOOXVLRQH¶ 
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µ>VFDPELDYD@«XQ¶RFFKLDWDRVWLOHFROO¶DOWUDGLYDGHOODGDQ]D¶,71 DQGLQ'¶$QQXQ]LR¶V
QRYHOWKHRPQLVFLHQWQDUUDWRULQIRUPVXVRI)RVFDULQD¶VMHDORXV\RIWKH\RXQJHUDQG
more beautiful, Donna Arvale.72 In contrast, 9LYDQWL¶VMarion presents a case of 
IHPDOHVROLGDULW\ZKHQWKHHSRQ\PRXVSURWDJRQLVWXSRQOHDUQLQJRI*LQD¶V
unhappiness in the profession, allows herself to be kissed on the mouth by her boss in 
exchange for the release of her colleague from her contract.73 Similarly, in La 
Marchesa CoORPEL¶VVKRUWVWRU\WKHDFWUHVVVittoria, is described as admiring other 
actresses.74 This aspect of female solidarity among dive was present also among 
women in the public sphere as writers and political activists in late nineteenth-century 
Italy.75 In addition, dive in ZRPHQ¶VILFWLRQDUHpresented as having earning power 
and successful careers. Marion is financially independent in 9LYDQWL¶VQRYHODQG
reference is also made to a ballerina who finances a certain Carelli.76 In La Marchesa 
&RORPEL¶VVKRUWVWRU\ µ7HVWH$ODWH¶, Vittoria mentions certain newspaper articles that 
comment on her success as an artist.77 
 
Conclusion 
 
If, as this article suggests, it was indeed the case that to be a diva in late nineteenth-
century Italy, having µIHPLQLQHEHDXW\¶, or what Catherine Hakim has recently dubbed 
µHURWLFFDSLWDO¶,78 was a requirement, dive may well have consciously participated in 
%DUWN\¶VµIDVKLRQ-EHDXW\FRPSOH[¶SURPRWLQJDQGPDQDJLQJWKHLUFDUHHUVDQd 
                                                        
71 9HUJDµ/DVHUDWDGHOODGLYD¶SS-65 (p. 764). 
72 '¶$QQXQ]LRIl fuocoSµ>)RVFDULQD@VHQWì WXWWRO¶RUURUHGHOODULYDOLWjSDOHVHWUDO¶DPDQWHQRQ
SLJLRYLQHHODIDQFLXOODFKHqIRUWHGHOODVXDJLRYLQH]]DLQWDWWD¶ 
73 Vivanti, Marion, p. 41. 
74 /D0DUFKHVD&RORPELµ7HVWHDODWH¶Sµ6LHVDOWDYDSHUO¶DUWHVLHQWXVLDVPDYDG¶XQDXWRUHG¶XQ
aWWRUHDQFKHG¶XQDWWULFH¶ 
75 6HH.DWKDULQH0LWFKHOOµ³6RUHOOHLQDUWHHSROLWLFD"´¶7KH³ZRPDQTXHVWLRQ´DQG)HPDOH
6ROLGDULW\DWWKHILQGHVLqFOH¶LQWomen and Gender in Post-Unification Italy: Between Private and 
Public Spheres, ed. by Katharine Mitchell and Helena Sanson (Oxford: Peter Lang, 2013), pp. 197-224. 
76 Vivanti, MarionSµ&DUHOOLFKHV¶HUDURYLQDWRSHUSDJDUHLGHELWLGLVXRIUDWHOORPRUWRSD]]RH
FKHRUDVLIDFHYDPDQWHQHUHGDXQDYHFFKLDEDOOHULQD¶ 
77 La MarFKHVD&RORPELµ7HVWHDODWH¶S 
78 See Catherine Hakim, Honey Money: the Power of Erotic Capital (London: Allen Lane, 2011). 
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reputations as image-makers and self-commodifiers. And yet, like the women writers 
who presented dive LQZRPHQ¶VMRXUQDOV and fiction, and keen to be valued above all 
for her art, upon receiving a request for her biography from a journalist working for 
the Venetian newspaper Tempo, Duse refused to provide details. Instead, she 
responded: µ6HSULPDFKHLRIRVVLattrice QHVVXQRV¶LQWHUHVVDYDGLPHSHUFKè oggi 
O¶artista dovrebbe svelare la donna? Non mi credo obbligata a questo, e non lo faro 
PDL«HSHUILQLUODGLFKLDURFKHGLWXWWHOHELRJUDILHVFULWWHVXOPLRFRQWRQHVVXQDq
esatta ± tutte sono indiscrete. E a fine e a base di tutto questo, ricercate e giudicate la 
sola manifestazione di me che vi appartiene ± TXHOODGHOO¶DUWH«LOUHVWRQRQ
DSSDUWLHQHDQHVVXQRHPLILUPR¶79  
,IWKHGLYDµVHUYHVDVDPLFURFRVPRIFXOWXUDODWWLWXGHVWRZDUds women more 
generally, of a IXQGDPHQWDOO\PLVRJ\QLVWUHVSRQVHWRIHPDOHDPELWLRQDQGVXFFHVV¶,80 
the beauty double-standards operating at the turn-of-the-century for performing artists 
in Italy were likely being applied also to ordinary citizens. We can suppose that they 
were if - DVVXPLQJWKDWUHDOLVWILFWLRQGHVFULEHVWKHµH[WUDWH[WXDO¶ZRUOGLQD µfaithful¶ 
way81 - we recall 'HQ]D¶VGHOLJKWDWEHLQJLQIRUPHGRIKHUµbeauty¶ in La Marchesa 
&RORPEL¶VGRPHVWLF novel mentioned at the beginning of this article. By championing 
WKHGLYD¶VVNLOOVDVDSHUIRUPHU and artistZRPHQZULWHUV¶DFFRXQWVRIGLYDV in late 
nineteenth-century Italy were fashioning a less one-dimensional image of the Italian 
                                                        
79 The letter was re-SULQWHGLQWKHFROXPQµ6SLJRODQGR¶E\µ/D6SLJRODWULFH¶LQ%HFFDUL¶V
emancipationist journal La donna on 20 August 1885, p. 345. 
80 Melissa Bradshaw, ³'HYRXULQJWKH'LYD0DUW\UGRPDV)HPLQLVW%DFNODVKLQ The Rose´ Camera 
Obscura, 67, 23:1 (Spring 2008), 69-87 (p. 71). 
81 $QNHUVPLW¶VGHILQLWLRQRIWKHSURSHUWLHVRIUHDOLVWILFWLRQ± which I endorse ± is as folloZVµ>5HDOLVW
fiction] gives copious information about various periods, regions, and social strata; it emphasizes the 
XQH[SHFWHGWKHFRQWLQJHQWDQGWKHIDFWXDOµµFKRVLVPH¶¶LWIDYRXUVUHIHUHQWLDOLW\PDQLVVHHQDVD
product of his heredity and of his historical and social environment; the emphasis is on the typical 
rather than the exceptional, encyclopaedic; time exposition is extremely well-documented and 
LQIRUPDWLYHDQGGHPRQVWUDWHVDSDLQIXODZDUHQHVVRIWKHZULWHU¶VVXEMHFWLYLW\DMXGLFLRXVUDWLoning of 
facts is strived for, the mentality is sceptical; the plot is even-paced and non-dramatic; a dry and direct, 
WUDQVSDUHQWVW\OHLVXVHGUHVXOWLQJLQDµµKXUULHG¶¶SURVHWKDWKDVQRSDWLHQFHZLWKVXSHUIOXRXVPDWWHU
and, lastly, the intentions are GLGDFWLF¶6HH)UDQN5$QNHUVPLWHistory and Tropology: The Rise and 
Fall of Metaphor (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1994), p. 142. 
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diva. Far from being the worshiped yet reviled and ridiculed femme fatale from male 
literary representations, for middle-class Italian women writers, dive at the end of the 
nineteenth century were authentic, fabulous, ambitious, successful, and inspirational 
performing artists who, to ordinary middle-class women in the audience, represented 
a promise, however illusory, of being valued on equal terms with men. 
 
 
 
 
 
